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> u l d  b e  h e l p f u l  
c o m e .  L a s t l y ,  
1 c e  o f  w o m e n  
; c i p l i n e s ,  a l s o  
3 C a d e m y  a s  a  
S t e p h e n  C .  R o w e ,  R e d i s c o v e r i n g  t h e  W e s t :  A n  I n q u i r y  i n t o  
N o t h i n g n e s s  a n d  R e l a t e d n e s s .  A l b a n y :  S U N Y  P r e s s ,  1 9 9 4 .  
R e v i e w e d  b y  L o u i s  A .  O l i v i e r  
D i s c o v e r y  r e m o v e s  t h a t  m o s t  o p a q u e  o f  c o v e r s ,  i g n o r a n c e ;  t h e  w o r d ' s  
c o n n o t a t i o n s  a r e  p o s i t i v e :  w h a t  i s  n e w l y  k n o w n  o f f e r s  p o s s i b i l i t y  a n d  v i t a l i t y .  R e -
d i s c o v e r y  a d d s  a  p o i g n a n t  e l e m e n t ,  b e c a u s e  l o s s  n e c e s s a r i l y  p r e c e d e s  r e d i s c o v e r y .  
S o m e  f o r m  o f  f o r g e t t i n g ,  s o m e t h i n g  p e r h a p s  a s  g r a d u a l  a s  a  t h i c k e n i n g  p a t i n a  o f  
f a m i l i a r i t y ,  h a s  t u r n e d  t h e  k n o w n  o p a q u e  a g a i n ,  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  b y  h i d i n g  i t  f r o m  v i e w  
c o m p l e t e l y ,  b u t  t h r o u g h  a n  e v e n  m o r e  p o i g n a n t  k i n d  o f  l o s s ,  b y  d e p r i v i n g  i t  o f  i t s  
v i t a l i t y .  
S o  i t  i s  f o r  t h e  W e s t ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  S t e p h e n  R o w e ' s  n e w  b o o k .  I t s  v i t a l i t y  l o s t ,  t h e  
W e s t  d e s p e r a t e l y  n e e d s  r e d i s c o v e r y ,  a n d  R o w e ' s  " I n q u i r y  i n t o  N o t h i n g n e s s  a n d  
R e l a t e d n e s s "  o f f e r s  b o t h  p r o v o c a t i v e  a n a l y s e s  a n d  p r a c t i c a l  s u g g e s t i o n s  f o r  t h e  
r e c o v e r y  o f  t h a t  l o s t  v i t a l i t y .  
T h e  t i t l e  m a k e s  i t  c l e a r  t h a t  t h e  w o r k  o f  r e d i s c o v e r y  i s  y e t  t o  b e  d o n e :  i t ' s  n o t  T h e  
W e s t  R e d i s c o v e r e d .  T o  b e  s u r e  w e  h a v e n ' t  l i t e r a l l y  f o r g o t t e n  o u r  t r a d i t i o n ,  a t  l e a s t  
n o t  i n t e l l e c t u a l l y ,  b u t  i t s  s p i r i t u a l  p o w e r  s e e m s  n o  l o n g e r  a v a i l a b l e  t o  u s ;  i n s t e a d ,  w e  
o n l y  v a g u e l y  s e n s e  w h a t  i t  m i g h t  o n c e  h a v e  b e e n ,  w h i l e  w e  d r i f t  i n  a  " p o s t - t r a d i t i o n a l "  
p e r i o d  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  b y  " i n n e r  d u l l n e s s , "  a n d  a n  a b s e n c e  o f  v i s i o n .  
I t  i s  " a s  t h o u g h  w e  h a v e  f o r g o t t e n  h o w  t o  l i v e  a  h u m a n  l i f e "  (  1  ) .  O u r  c u l t u r e  i s  i n  a  
s t a t e  o f  " d i s a r r a y  a n d  p a r a l y s i s  ( 4 ) . "  W e  l i v e  i n  a  c l i m a t e  o f  " e g o c e n t r i s m ,  
d i s p l a c e m e n t ,  e n t e r t a i n m e n t "  ( 7 1  ) .  A n d  t h e  v o i c e s  t h a t  s p e a k  f o r  t h i s  c u l t u r e  
a l t e r n a t e  " b e t w e e n  s e l f - d e p r e c a t i o n  a n d  s h r i l l n e s s "  ( 1 6 3 ) .  W e s t e r n  l i f e  i n  t h i s  p o s t -
t r a d i t i o n a l  p e r i o d  i s  d e v o t e d  t o  t h e  p u r s u i t  o f  " s e l f - i n t e r e s t  a n d  i n d i v i d u a l  s u r v i v a l , "  
w h i l e  a b o v e  t h i s  g r i m  l a n d s c a p e  t w o  c o n c e p t s  c o m p e t e  f o r  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  a n d  
a d h e r e n c e :  r e l a t i v i s m  a n d  a b s o l u t i s m .  T h e s e  t w o  " d e s c r i b e  t h e  d i l e m m a  . . .  o f  t h e  
W e s t "  a n d  " w e  a r e  f o r c e d  t o  c h o o s e  b e t w e e n  t h e m  a s  t h e  o n l y  a v a i l a b l e  o p t i o n s .  ( 4 -
5 )  
I t  w a s  i n  a  c o n d i t i o n  o f  p a i n f u l  a w a r e n e s s  o f  t h i s  s t a t e  o f  a f f a i r s  t h a t  t h e  a u t h o r  
b e g a n  t h e  p e r s o n a l  s e a r c h  t h a t  h a s  l e d  t o  t h i s  b o o k .  A l t h o u g h  u n w i l l i n g  t o  g i v e  u p  h i s  
i n t u i t i v e  s e n s e  t h a t  s o m e  f o r m  o f  g r e a t n e s s  p e r s i s t e d  i n  t h e  W e s t ,  h e  f e l t  a  n e e d  t o  
l o o k  e l s e w h e r e  f o r  w i s d o m ,  a n d  t h a t  n e e d  t u r n e d  h i m  E a s t w a r d .  H i s  s e a r c h  b r o u g h t  
h i m  t o  t h e  w i s d o m  o f  Z e n ,  t h o u g h  n o t  t o  a n  a l l - t o o - c o m m o n  u n c r i t i c a l  i n f a t u a t i o n  w i t h  
" o t h e r n e s s "  f o r  i t s  o w n  s a k e .  O n  t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  i t  w a s  t h e  E a s t e r n  e m p h a s i s  o n  
" s i t t i n g , "  o n  l u c i d  m e d i t a t i o n ,  t h a t  l e d  h i m  g r a d u a l l y  t o  a  d e e p e r  s e l f - a w a r e n e s s ,  f r e e d  
f r o m  t h e  m e d d l e s o m e  e g o ,  a n d  t o  t h e  c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  w i s d o m  m u s t  a l w a y s  l e a d  u s  
b a c k  t o  " t h e  o r d i n a r y ,  t h e  w h o l e n e s s  o f  t h e  a c t u a l  l i f e  w e  a r e  l i v i n g  . . .  t h e  p r e s e n t .  
( 1 8 1 )  I n  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  h i s  e n c o u n t e r  w i t h  o t h e r n e s s  c o n v i n c e d  h i m  t o  a c c e p t  h i m s e l f  
a s  a  W e s t e r n e r  a n d ,  l i t e r a r y  c l i c h e s  n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g ,  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  o n e  m u s t  g o  
h o m e  a g a i n :  t o  r e d i s c o v e r  a n d  t o  r e v i t a l i z e .  
G r a n d  V a l l e y  R e v i e w  •  8 7  
The book is, consequently, much more than a personal chronicle. It is just what 
the title says it is, an inquiry, albeit an inquiry conducted in a voice of the most 
personal kind: earnest and committed, but unpretentious; not magisterial, but 
dialogical. 
Dialogue-"words among"-is not an easy thing to achieve between text and 
reader: an interlocutor in print can make for a decidedly one-sided exchange. This 
kind of communication becomes dialogue only when the author's ideas "take on a life 
of their own." When this occurs it can take a long time to finish the book; instead of 
keeping our eyes glued to the page by the fascinations of style or suspense, such a 
book provokes us to stop reading often and to engage the issues in a private, but 
clearly dialogical way. Judging from my own thick pile of written thoughts and 
imaginary discussions inspired by Rediscovering the West, Stephen Rowe is 
obviously a man after Socrates' own heart. 
The allusion is made advisedly: the very "genius of the West" Rowe insists, is in 
"the dynamics of encounter ... in dialogue. (2) (His academic colleagues will be 
relieved to know that he finds in dialogue the key to that still-salvageable subtradition 
of the West: liberal education.) Integration and inclusion are nothing less than "the 
solution to our post-traditional confusion," and dialogue, or "participation" as a way of 
integration is "distinctively Western," therefore, an indispensable element within the 
larger practice of relatedness, the second of the two elements of rediscovery to 
which his inquiry is devoted (153). 
Those who are looking for a polemical championing of Western superiority, 
however, will not find it here. Rowe candidly concedes the deficiencies of the West, 
including its historical penchant for exclusion, even as he reclaims it as his heritage. 
He argues persuasively against false binary systems like "pro-canon/anti-canon," 
and warns of the dangers of a wholesale rejection of our collective past, even as he 
notes that this very rejection may arise from what is best about that past. 
It is through an understanding and a proper blending of the respective strengths 
of West and East-under the headings of relatedness and nothingness-that the 
groundwork for the rediscovery of the West is laid, and through it, the discovery of "a 
new universality" that transcends such gee-cultural distinctions without denying 
them. 
There's no room here to analyze either of the two elements of Rowe's inquiry in 
detail. Even his own discussion of one of them-nothingness-seems to me less 
elaborated than his ideas about dialogue and relatedness. However that may be, the 
encounter with nothingness is as essential to Rowe's synthesis as our encounters 
with each other. Access to what the Buddhists call sunyata (nothingness) logically 
precedes true relatedness, and is reached primarily through "just sitting"-the 
meditative self-examination that gets us past the blandishments of ego, past that 
numbing fear of lucidity so vividly described by Pascal, to a true contemplation of a 
fundamental nothingness at the heart of all things human. 
To the Westerner who has not engaged this process, it sounds suspiciously like a 
look into oblivion, which Rowe and the Buddhists insist it is not. Quite to the contrary, 
the return from sunyata, like Rowe's own return to the West, takes on the form of a 
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" G r e a t  A f f i r m a t i o n "  ( 3 4 ) .  W i t h o u t  t h i s  p r i o r  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  n o t h i n g n e s s  t h e  e n c o u n t e r  
o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  i s  l i k e l y  t o  b e  t a i n t e d  b y  t h e  e g o ' s  d e l u s i o n s  o f  g r a n d e u r ,  a s  o u r  
a b u n d a n t  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  f a i l e d  d i a l o g u e s  s h o u l d  h a v e  t a u g h t  u s  b y  n o w .  
I f  t h e r e  i s  a n  e l e m e n t  o f  w i s h f u l  t h i n k i n g  i n  R o w e ' s  p r o g r a m ,  h o w e v e r ,  i t  m a y  w e l l  
b e  i n  h i s  h o p e - o n e  t h a t  m a n y  o f  u s  s h a r e ,  d e s p i t e  o u r  f a i l u r e s - t h a t  p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  
d i a l o g u e  w i l l  h a v e  r e a c h e d  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  m a t u r i t y  i t  d e m a n d s .  O u r  W e s t e r n  e a g e r n e s s  
f o r  e n c o u n t e r ,  f o r  a c t i o n  w i t h  o t h e r s  i s ,  a s  R o w e  o b s e r v e s ,  b o t h  a  s t r e n g t h  a n d  a  
w e a k n e s s .  C o m p a r e d  t o  t h e  E a s t  w e  t e n d  t o  u n d e r e s t i m a t e  g r a v e l y  t h e  d i s c i p l i n e  
a n d  r i g o r  n e e d e d  t o  " u n d e r s t a n d  p e r s o n h o o d "  ( 5 2 ) .  T h e  i n f u s i o n  o f  a  g r e a t e r  
o n t o l o g i c a l  a w a r e n e s s ,  R o w e  a r g u e s ,  i s  p r e c i s e l y  w h a t  t h e  E a s t  c a n  h e l p  u s  a c q u i r e  
a n d  c o m b i n e  w i t h  o u r  t r a d i t i o n a l  u r g e  f o r  d i a l o g u e .  
W i t h o u t  t h i s  k i n d  o f  s y n t h e s i s ,  w e  f a c e  s e r i o u s  d a n g e r s  o n  e i t h e r  s i d e  o f  t h e  g e e -
c u l t u r a l  d i v i d e :  i f  t h e  W e s t  a l o n e  i s  r e a p p r o p r i a t e d ,  w e  w i l l  h a v e  " a b s o l u t i s t i c  
n e o c o n s e r v a t i v e  r i g i d i t y  a n d  f u n d a m e n t a l i s t  p a r o c h i a l i s m " ;  a n d  i f  t h e  E a s t ,  t h e n  
" r e l a t i v i s t i c  d e c o n s t r u c t i o n i s t  d i s p e r s i o n  a n d  f a l s e  u n i v e r s a l i s m "  ( 1 8 6 ) .  T h e  d a u n t i n g  
p r o s p e c t  o f  e i t h e r  o f  t h e s e  a l t e r n a t i v e s  s h o u l d  b e  e n o u g h  t o  e a r n  R e d i s c o v e r i n g  t h e  
W e s t  n o t  o n l y  a n  a m p l e  s u p p l y  o f  r e a d e r s ,  b u t  a l s o  a  w i l l i n g n e s s  o n  t h e i r  p a r t  t o  
a t t e n d  t o  t h e  p r a c t i c a l  m e a s u r e s  i t  s o  e l o q u e n t l y  p r o p o s e s .  
F i n a l l y ,  a n d  a t  t h e  r i s k  o f  a n t i - c l i m a x ,  I  w a n t  t o  m e n t i o n  t w o  t h i n g s  a b o u t  t h i s  
s p l e n d i d  b o o k  t h a t  l e f t  m e  a  b i t  u n e a s y .  N e i t h e r  c a n  p r o p e r l y  b e  c a l l e d  a  c r i t i c i s m ;  
b o t h  c o n c e r n  a s p e c t s  t h a t  t h e  a u t h o r  c e r t a i n l y  m u s t  s e e  a s  v i t a l  t o  t h e  w o r k - i t s  
m o r e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  h i s t o r i c a l  a n d  t h e o l o g i c a l  d i m e n s i o n s .  I ' m  u n e a s y  a b o u t  t h e  b o o k ' s  
a t t e m p t s  t o  d e l i m i t  a n d  s k e t c h  t h e  s t a g e s  o f  t h e  s o - c a l l e d  t r a d i t i o n a l  p e r i o d .  
A d m i t t e d l y ,  t h e  b r u s h  s t r o k e s  m u s t  b e  v e r y  b r o a d  w h e n  o n e  a t t e m p t s  i n  a  f e w  p a g e s  
t o  c a p t u r e  t h e  h i g h  p o i n t s  o f  a l m o s t  t h r e e  m i l l e n n i a ,  a n d  R o w e  d o e s  a d m i t  t h a t  t h i s  i s  
a t  b e s t  a  k i n d  o f  " c u l t u r a l  a e r i a l  p h o t o g r a p h y . "  N o n e t h e l e s s ,  h i s  c a m e r a  s e e m s  t o  
h a v e  b e e n  f o c u s e d  p r i m a r i l y  o n  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  m o n u m e n t s ,  t o  t h e  d e t r i m e n t  o f  t h e  
s o c i a l  l a n d s c a p e  a r o u n d  a n d  b e t w e e n  t h e m .  H i s  c r i t i q u e  o f  C a r t e s i a n i s m  a s  a  
p h i l o s o p h i c a l  s y s t e m ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  i s  u n d e n i a b l y  a s t u t e ,  b u t  h e  c l e a r l y  o v e r s t a t e s  i t s  
r o l e  a s  a  s o c i a l  d e t e r m i n a n t  i n  t h e  e a r l y  m o d e r n  p e r i o d .  I  h a p p i l y  c o n c e d e ,  h o w e v e r ,  
t h a t  t h e  m e t a p h o r i c a l  i m p a c t  o f  h i s  " p h o t o g r a p h y "  e n h a n c e s  h i s  q u i t e  a c c u r a t e  
d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  p o s t - t r a d i t i o n a l  d i s a r r a y .  
S e c o n d l y ,  p a s s a g e s  w h i c h  r e f l e c t  t h e  a u t h o r ' s  C h r i s t i a n  f a i t h  s e e m  r a t h e r  h i g h l y  
c o n t e x t u a l i z e d .  W h i l e  a  c o n v i n c e d  C h r i s t i a n  m i g h t  f o l l o w  R o w e  c o n f i d e n t l y  t h r o u g h  
t h e  s t a g e s  o f  h i s  " t h e o l o g i c a l "  p a s s a g e s ,  n o n - b e l i e v e r s  a r e  l i k e l y  t o  s e e  t h e s e  
p a s s a g e s  a s  l e a p s  a c r o s s  o b s c u r e  e x p a n s e s .  
T h e r e  i s  n o  d o u b t ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h a t  a l l  c a n  r e a d  t h e  b o o k  p r o f i t a b l y :  m o s t  o f  i t s  
c o n c l u s i o n s  r e m a i n  m e a n i n g f u l  a n d  p r o v o c a t i v e  e v e n  t o  t h o s e  o f  u s  w h o s e  t e n d e n c y  
t o  l o o k  d o w n  i n  t h e  m i d s t  o f  o n e  o f  t h o s e  o c c a s i o n a l  l e a p s  m a y  b r i n g  u s  t o  a n  
u n s t e a d y  l a n d i n g  o n  t h e  n e x t  p i e c e  o f  s o l i d  g r o u n d ,  w h i c h ,  f o r t u n a t e l y ,  i n  
R e d i s c o v e r i n g  t h e  W e s t ,  i s  i n  g o o d  s u p p l y .  
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